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A debate continues that investigates Percy Bysshe Shelley's 
beliefs about the existence of a divine power. Although a self-pro­
claimed atheist, Shelley uses traditional religious imagery and lan­
guage throughout much of his work, and also talks of a "Power" 
that gives humanity insight. Yet he also emphasizes the power of, 
and within, the self. Does this mean that Shelley is religious, or is 
he truly a secular poet? Evaluating his "Hymn to Intellectual 
Beauty" while recalling different critical arguments about the poem 
can assist in clarifying and interpreting his seemingly ambiguous 
beliefs about this "Power." 
As a religious poet, Shelley would necessarily be concerned 
with the cause, nature, and purpose of the universe, especially belief 
in or the worship of God or gods; the belief in God or gods will be 
the focus of this investigation. Looking at the title of this poem 
suggests that Shelley is elevating a human function rather than 
exploring a divine power, but upon reading the work, it becomes 
obvious that it is not that simple. Beauty as "The awful shadow of 
some unseen Power / Floats though unseen among us" is an eter­
nal force that is always present, although inconstant and not always 
active (Shelley 1-2). The Power's experience with humans is that 
"It visits with inconstant glance / each human heart and counte­
nance" (6-7). Beauty is presented as a supernatural element that 
has a vague influence over humans and the "Hymn" describes 
Shelley's own interaction with the "Power." Although Shelley dedi­
cates himself to this Power, its origin is not clear; it could be a force 
acting from the outside of humans or it could be acting from with­
in. 
In "Hymn," clearly the Power, understood as Beauty, can 
be described as immortal and as having an "objective existence" 
(Hildebrand 151). The Power reveals itself to humanity from 
above and "Like aught that for its grace may be / Dear, and yet 
dearer for its mystery" (Shelley 11-12). This Power can evidently 
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'he Power reveals itself to humanity from 
it that for its grace may be / Dear, and yet 
" (Shelley 11-12). This Power can evidently 
grant favor and even a kind reprieve to those who are touched by 
its shadow. If this ideal Beauty can be attained, it means "liberation 
from existential grief" and even a "perfect state of immortal being" 
(Hildebrand 160). In stanza IV, Shelley reveals that humanity can 
be immortal and omnipotent (39), having already established that 
the Power consecrates "human thought and form" (13-15). When 
beauty is reached, momentary immortality is reached as well. This 
requires Beauty, or the Power, to be outside of and beyond human 
consciousness. 
This theme appears in Shelley's "Defence of Poetry" as well. 
He explains: "Man is an instrument over which a series of external 
and internal impressions are driven, like the alterations of an ever­
changing wind over an Aeolian lyre, which move it by their motion 
to ever-changing melody (1072)." The wind acts upon the person, 
causing an effect on the intellect, feelings, or conscience; as a force 
outside of the human, the wind is able to influence and draw music 
from him/her. Always dynamic, the wind forces the person to react 
to it and adapt him/herself in order to continue the melody. This 
is not an equal relationship; the person can react to the wind but 
cannot influence its action. From "Hymn" it can be said that the 
wind, or Power, is inconstant, so the melody is not continuous 
either. Any immortality, inspiration, or grace that results from this 
seemingly outside Power is fleeting and unpredictable. 
These moments of vision or immortality seem powerful and 
refreshing, but what good are they? David Perkins, in English 
Romantic Writers, claims in his introduction to Shelley, "Poetry is 
created in or immediately after moments of visionary ascent to the 
eternal, and is an attempt to render such moments in words and 
images" (955). Poetry is the result of an experience with beauty 
and Shelley is attempting to explain the ineffable in writing 
"Hymn." Shelley grapples with the inadequacy of language in a 
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couple of different ways; he sees it in others and must come to 
terms with it himself. The "Frail spells - whose uttered charm 
might not avail to sever, / From all we hear and all we see, / 
Doubt, chance, and mutability" are the products of inadequate lan­
guage that cannot convey meaning beyond the human experience 
(29-31). Shelley's solution to this is to give a rapid sequence of 
images that, when blended together, convey the whole (Perkins 
955). This ineffability confirms the idea that Beauty is beyond the 
scope of human language, and therefore beyond human experience. 
Despite the impression that Shelley exerts absolute control over his 
poetry, he declares in his "Defence" that "poetry is indeed some­
thing divine" (1084). Whether or not this sentiment originates 
from the belief in a supernatural Power or from his own dissatisfac­
tion with anything human can still be disputed (Vivante 34). 
Regardless, in Shelley's "Defence," poetry is impossible to control 
according to one's will (1084); it is fueled by another force. 
Shelley is a self-proclaimed atheist, which is usually a label that 
denotes disbelief in an otherworldly, divine Power. However, 
Edward John Trelawny, in "Recollections," asks Shelley why he calls 
himself an atheist, and the answer is quite different than the usual 
understanding of the label. Shelley replies: 
It is a word of abuse to stop discussion, a painted devil to 
frighten the foolish, a threat to intimidate the wise and good. 
I used it to express my abhorrence of superstition; I took up 
the word, as a knight took up a gauntlet, in defiance of justice. 
The delusions of Christianity are fatal to genius and originality: 
they limit thought. (1098) 
His atheism seems to be more of a response to his disapproval of 
Christianity as an organized religion than to the question of the 
existence of a higher power. But he does not frown upon all of 
Christianity. He did read the Bible regularly and critically through­
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out most of his life and it influences much of his work (Webb 130). 
Even though Jesus is one of the "poisonous names" in "Hymn" on 
which Shelley calls as a boy in his search for a response from a 
Power, in Shelley: A 'VtJice Not Understood) Webb holds that Shelley 
liked Jesus Christ for many reasons. The main reason is that Christ 
is a "godlike man" that exemplifies the effects of the attainment of 
beauty in "Hymn" (Webb 157). By secularizing Christ so that he 
becomes "an important figure in Shelley's poetic world," instead of 
his traditional role as messiah and savior, Shelley adapts some 
aspects of Christianity to his own belief system (Webb 170). 
Shelley sees Christ as a revolutionary hero that "suffered death 
for his refusal to compromise with authority," and as a "profound 
moral teacher" which makes Christ a poet of sorts (Webb 170). 
Since Shelley believes that a poet influences people's morals 
through the inherent good of poetry, he himself is also a moral 
teacher. This relocation of power from God to humanity is the 
basis for the argument that Shelley is a secular poet who focuses on 
humanity rather than any other-worldly Power (Webb 170). 
Gerald McNiece, in his Shelley and the Revolutionary Idea, 
characterizes Shelley as a man who "lives in a world of changeless 
ideas outside the imperfect world of matter" (McNiece 156). As 
such a person, it is no wonder that he views this world as a "dim 
vast vale of tears, vacant and desolate" (17), an "unquiet dream" 
(36), and a "dark reality" (48). His own truth constitutes reality 
and the world becomes a realm of appearances (Tetreault, "Shelley: 
Style and Substance" 18). Shelley has an intense desire for libera­
tion from the struggle of being beyond the world, and would rather 
be in a passionless existence of wisdom to the constant struggles of 
the will guided by hope (McNiece 156). The realization that his 
creativity could not thrive on detachment from the world is evident 
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Ii phantoms ofa thousand hours" (64) without a hope that the Power 
"woulds't free / This world from its dark slavery" (69-70). He 
cannot completely detach himself from the world and is constantly 
hoping to transform· it. Then, after his experience of vision, Shelley 
sees a harmony in the world that is far from "life's unquiet dream" 
(36); in fact, "the day becomes more solemn and serene" (73). 
Shelley has renewed his attachment to the mortal world and his 
mission to share his vision, or "whate'er these words cannot 
express" (72). 
This Power that brings Shelley back to his place in the world 
could, in fact, originate within himself instead of from a divine 
source. One form that this Power could take within the poet is his 
intense passion for reform. Shelley's urge to reform the world is 
relentless; it never dies (McNiece 156). Perhaps it is Shelley himself 
that could free the world from its "dark slavery" as response to 
some inner Power (70). His motivation for change is quite strong; 
he claims in an 1811 letter that perfection is ultimately unattainable 
but that it should be pursued continuously since the closer society is 
to the ideal, the happier it will be (McNiece 155). Evidently, he not 
only believes in the validity of change, but can see how it could 
realistically be accomplished. 
In searching for this inner Power, Shelley is in effect searching 
not only for the ideal, but for the self (Carey 48). It is possible that 
this relationship between the poet and Beauty as a Power is actually 
an analogy made between the workings of the human mind and the 
universe (Carey 52). It is the Power of his mind, not just reason 
but imagination, "which like the truth / Of nature on my passive 
youth / Descended, to my onward life supply / Its calm" (78-81). 
This is the aspect of self for which Shelley is fervently searching. 
His imagination is the entity that links his ideals to the mortal 
world and is the source of his poetry. But it is not a constant force; 
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Ie entity that links rus ideals to the mortal 
~ce of rus poetry. But it is not a constant force; 
if it were, then he would become godlike not just in fleeting 
moments but constantly. Then it is not a separate Power that has 
finally created spells that bind (83), but Shelley's imagination and 
love of ideal beauty (Carey 53). 
If imagination can serve as the link between ideal and human 
reality, then the human condition is redeemable and Shelley's desire 
for reform is not unfounded. Imagination can act through poetry 
and be the "agent of redemption"; the poet redeems the fallen 
world by creating a new one (Webb 184-5). By doing so, Shelley is 
suggesting that a human can reach a godlike control over rus own 
mind as well as over the external world (Webb 181). Control over 
one's mind and control over the application of the imagination 
gives the poet control over rus perception of reality, or rus external 
circumstances. Rather than only being able to act as a "still instru­
ment" (34), Shelley can not only control the melody that he creates 
with the wind, but the burst of wind is actually rus imagination at 
work. 
The Power is contained entirely in the self. The human condi­
tion is not going to be redeemed by a god; there is no god to do it. 
Therefore, "the liberation must come from witllin ourselves", since 
humanity has rus own nature within rus own control (Webb 172). 
Trus idea that divinity is not sometlling that exists outside of the 
self can be seen in Shelley's "Defence." He states, "Poetry redeems 
from decay the visitations of the divinity in man" (1084). The 
imagination can be the "visitations ofdivinity" to wruch he refers. 
Imagination is an inherent quality of poetry that can cause reform. 
It is important to emphasize that the divinity is not conlling to 
humanity, it is already in humanity. It is a completely self-contained 
Power. 
Now that the various arguments for the Power as an other­
worldly force and as a tllis-worldly force have been explored, some 
-----_-..'~-.' 
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kind of conclusion must be drawn. Where does this Power come 
from? It is at the same time both and neither of these. Although it 
is hard to discern from Shelley's own words which Power he exclu­
sively believes in, there are definitely implications for both. These 
implications can be seen in a passage from his "Defence of Poetry" 
where he explains: 
for the mind in creation is as a fading coal, which some invisi­
ble influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory 
brightness; this power arises from within, like the color of a 
flower which fades and changes as it is developed, and the con­
scious portions of our natures are unprophetic either of its 
approach or its departure. 
When evaluated, some seemingly inconsistent ideas of the Power 
can be seen. The mind, as a coal, is visited by a wind. The wind is 
clearly a separate entity than the coal, so the Power is presumably 
not in the mind. But then Shelley claims that the Power rises from 
within, yet he cannot predict when the Power will come or go. 
How can this be? It can only be consistent if the Power is neither 
from this world or from the self, yet from both. 
We have seen that Shelley says that the Power of beauty is both 
mysterious and inadequately expressed by language. Even if he had 
been able to determine the Power's origin, he would not be able 
to express it fully. By the end of "Hymn" he has stopped trying to 
decide between a divine source and a human source. He simply 
accepts what he experiences and explains it as best he can. At the 
beginning of the poem, he is in search of definitive and absolute 
answers. He questions the Power about where it has gone, why it 
leaves, why mortality has to be so gloomy (13-24). He then pro­
ceeds to describe the Power and his own experience, and then final­
ly, its implications for his life. By the conclusion of the poem, he is 
content to ask the Power to continue to provide its calm in his life 
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and to simply worship it. His questions are still unanswered by the 
voiceless beauty. 
The poem has served as a personal meditation for Shelley and 
illustrates the inner workings of his mind. It suspends his skepti­
cism and allows him to come to terms with the realm of otherness. 
This "other" could be divine or simply undefinable-it no longer 
matters to Shelley. The "Hymn" actually "welcomes the indetermi­
nacy of ultimate reality as an opportunity for liberation of human 
energies in the more proximate realm of temporal existence" 
(Tetreault, The Poetry ofLife 86). Since Shelley cannot define the 
eternal, it allows the emancipation of human energies; the details of 
the divine no longer matter as much as the earthly world. Beauty is 
only important to Shelley within existence in this world; its nature 
as an eternal truth or value is deferred. Rather than seeking to 
explain or evaluate the eternal ideal beauty, Shelley is seeking to 
commemorate his moments of vision (Tetreault 87-88). Language 
can be used to his advantage despite the ineffability of his subject. 
The spells that bind are only possible with the Power's influence. 
Shelley's expression has been achieved, but he is aware of "just how 
tenaciously imagination must struggle with the structures of lan­
guage to create the conditions of meaning" (Tetreault 94). 
Shelley has managed to write the "Hymn" about an ineffable 
Power and to suspend his skepticism of trying to analyze such a 
Power. He has also managed to leave questions unanswered and 
still attain calmness, harmony and peace. The Power is both a 
divine influence and a self-contained influence while having an inef­
fable quality at the same time. By using images of an instrument 
and a wind to convey his relationship to the Power, he has con­
veyed the sentiment that there is an other-worldly force at work. 
Shelley also replaces a god with the self in "Hymn" and transfers all 
of the power, except for the command and prediction of the 
_----~kT---'-
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Power's arrivals and departures, to the sel£ With "Love, Hope, and 
Self-Esteem" (37) and Shelley's wisdom "To fear himself and, love 
all human kind" (84) it is dear that Beauty and the Power of the 
mind are subject to the wiH of the self. The poet's seeming discrep­
ancies are actually the result of a conscious decision not to pursue 
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